The Tribune/ New Delhi/ 27/ 07/ 2011

http://www.tribuneindia.com/2011/20110727/edit.htm#6
Coaching industry – A parallel education system

In the last two decades, India has seen the emergence of a new trend which has slowly transformed into a major industry in the service sector. With the rising competition for admission to various courses and the number of examinations to appear for, students are supplementing their regular classes with private coaching. The question remains that do we need this system of imparting education which is putting extra financial burden on the parents?
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INDIA has ‘an examination system but not an education system’, is what C.N. Rao, the Scientific Adviser to the Prime Minister feels. Just a couple of months after he made this observation in a letter to the Prime Minister, we now hear of 100% cut-off for a particular course in a reputed college of Delhi University.

Kapil Sibal, the Union Human Resource Development Minister has called it ‘irrational’ while the main opposition party calls it the ‘failure of the government’. Whatever it may be, there is no doubt that the net gainer out of all this hysteria is the coaching industry which has emerged as a parallel education system in India in the last two decades.

With the competition becoming tougher day by day and the plethora of examinations to attend to, the students are left with no choice but to look for newer alternatives to get an edge over their peers. The regular classes in the schools and the colleges have failed to make them feel secure and the coaching classes have conveniently filled this void while filling their own lockers.

A news report in 2007 placed the coaching industry in India at Rs. 5,000 crore with 20% growth per annum. Another estimate by ASSOCHAM in 2008 gave even more startling figures by claiming that the coaching for admission to the IITs and other engineering colleges alone has acquired the status of Rs 10,000 crores industry.

The coaching industry can be divided into three sections; first pertaining to private tuitions meant to supplement the regular classes at schools or colleges, second catering to the competitive examinations where technically speaking the syllabus is same as the school or college curriculum and finally those preparing the students for such competitive examinations where the syllabus is different from the regular curriculum.

Private tuitions at school level were initially meant for the academically weak students and were more common in the classes which culminated in board examinations. However, today private tuitions have become a fad rather than loathsome even at the elementary level of education. Here the blame has to be shared by both the schools and the parents. With no time to devote to the children during the office hours, the working parents find it convenient to send the children to private tuitions to keep them busy during the day. However, these days it’s also common to see children from economically weaker sections attending private tuitions in the neighborhoods. This stems from the apathy being shown by the teachers at government schools and the falling standards of these schools. Helpless to guide their children themselves, even these parents are left with no option but tuitions.

However, even the organised coaching institutes are just becoming coops where more and more students are being admitted with no concern for students-teacher ratio. Hence, to further supplement this classroom coaching, now we hear of ‘take-up’ coaches or ‘co-coaches’ who help the students just before their examinations by visiting their homes and listening to what all they have revised. With such new innovations, there seems no end to this phenomena.

The scrapping of board examinations at secondary level and the introduction of grading system might ease the pressure on the students momentarily; however it is doubtful if it will play any role in fading away the influence of private tutors. One must not forget that the ultimate aim of the students remain admission to a good graduation course and with the type of competition and high cut-offs we are seeing today, parents will definitely want their wards to make an early start.

This brings us to the competitive examinations like the ones to engineering and medical colleges where though the syllabus is largely same as the one for the board examinations, but still there remains a huge gap in the level of preparation meant for the two.

It is incomprehensible that why must the students prepare for two parallel examinations at the senior secondary level. Though the IITs have brought in certain reforms and with the introduction of AIEEE and other such integrated competitive examinations, the situation has improved but still a lot more needs to be done. CBSE and the other boards must work together with the institutions conducting the entrance examinations under a proactive regulatory authority to bridge the gap between the two.

Moreover, public-private participation is the way forward to counter the private-private innovations made by the coaching industry where students get enrolled into some coaching institute and automatically get enrolled into some private school where there are no qualms about their attendance.

There are also other examinations where the candidates from different academic backgrounds compete against each other. Here there is no subject specific syllabus and the candidates are tested on aptitude and general awareness. The idea behind such papers is to give the students from different backgrounds a fair chance to compete. Moreover, it is felt that aptitude paper will require no training. However, this assumption has turned out to be pretty naïve. The biggest share of the market in this segment is held by those preparing the students for CAT and other MBA entrance examinations.

Even UPSC’s  latest move to introduce an aptitude paper in the preliminary stage of the Civil Services Examination in place of an optional subject paper was meant to target the existing coaching industry. While this half-baked reform just increased the burden on the aspirants as they still have to prepare for two optional papers in the Mains examination; it also inadvertently allowed the coaching institutes dealing with MBA entrance examinations to enter the lucrative market of Civil Services Examinations.

Many such institutes tweaked their existing study material and classroom programs to cater to CSAT aspirants without much brainstorming into the expected pattern for the paper. The end result was that when the actual paper was held a few days back, the aspirants realized that the paper required more of common sense than any coaching. You name an examination and there exists some institute to train you for it. Law entrance, fashion designing, NDA, Hotel Management, Bank PO and even tests being conducted by companies during their placement drives are all largely based on aptitude. With the amount of competition the students have to face and the lack of motivational training at the schools and the colleges, they are left with no option but to seek coaching and guidance from outside.

This industry is just filling the void created by poor educational facilities and poor policy making by those in power. One must remember that most of the competitive examinations take a toll on the students and they need a guide to take them through. The onus lies on the government and the educational regulatory authorities to bring in more pragmatic and thoughtful reforms to strengthen the existing educational system of the country which will automatically lead to the withering of any parallel structure.
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